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ISU PERSPECTIVE ON SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE 
Michael Duffy 
Extension Economist, 
Iowa State University 
I. Introduction 
1. I am speaking for myself and not the University or the men and 
women involved at Iowa State. 
2. Iowa State's interest in sustainable agriculture stems from 
three fundamental concerns. 
a) Farm profltabWty. 
No one wants to go through the mid 1980s again. This 
concern focuses, but is not limited to, short-run profit 
maximization. Profits are only one of several goals farmers 
can have. Also, we need to be concerned with more than 
just the private short-run considerations. 
b) Natural resources protection. 
Iowa's strong suit is its natural resources and human 
capital. Our production technology should strive toward 
maintaining that base. ISU is tcytng to balance the 
demands on our resources and the need for maintaining 
them. 
c) Maintenance and improvement of the state's 
economic viabWty. 
We must constantly be tcytng to improve the quality of life 
for the citizens of Iowa. 
3. ISU's efforts involve extension, research and teaching. The 
approach is evolutionary, not revolutionary. ISU is striving 
toward providing as much information as possible to as many 
people as possible given limited resources. ISU can better afford 
to take risks of new things. We are trying to be receptive to test 
and tiy new ideas. 
4. In a very broad sense, ISU's endeavors can be classified into 
two basic areas: 
a) Input use. 
What is the mix of resources internal and external to the 
farm used in production. What are new inputs, what are 
the consequences and so forth. 
b) OUtput production. 
What enterprises do we have. Value added products, new 
products, promotion of the current products, alternative 
crops and livestock, alternative production patterns and 
so forth. 
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In these areas ISU has three classes of projects. 
Component which is looking at the pieces. Systems which 
are looking at a set of practices. And, analytical and 
supporting projects which supplement information and 
provide the basts for further analysts. 
D. Background and Historical Information 
1. Farmers have always had to answer several basic questions. 
a) Which crops to produce and where 
b) How to feed the crop 
c) How to manage the pests 
d) Which mechanical operations to utllize 
e) How to market the production 
2. · Evaluation of U.S. and Iowa agriculture. 
a) Power source 
b) Crop selection 
c) Pesticide use 
d) Fertllizer use 
el Yields 
f) Labor use 
g) Number and size of farms 
3. Current situation. 
a) Farmers are concerned about current practices 
1. Iowa Rural Life Poll 
ii. Iowa Farm Business Association Survey 
b) Increasing world competition 
c) Increasing environmental and health concerns 
d) Increasing costs with lower commodity prices 
e) Increasing reliance on government payments 
f) We are trying to treat every acre as if they were the same 
g) Substitution of capital for labor has reached a point 
where some farms substitute capital for management 
m. Ezamples of Work at ISU 
This ts only a very partlalllst to give an indication of the depth and breadth 
of ISU's programs. 
1. Component Projects. 
a) Integrated Farm Management Program including 
alternative weed and nitrogen management strategies 
b) Nutrient utllization and management strategies 
c) . Nutrient utllization and management strategies 
d) Alfalfa management 
e) Strip cropping 
2. Systems Projects. 
a) Allee Farming Systems 
b) Nashua chemical/organic study 
c) Butler county integrated crop management 
d) Rotational grazing study 
e) Tillage strategies 
3. Supporting Projects. 
a) Nitrate nitrogen test 
b) Labor use and requirements 
c) Impact of weather 
d) Risk considerations 
e) Attitudinal and practice surveys 
Again, this is only a very partial list. The ISU programs are in the 
Experiment station, the Leopold Center, Extension, and all facets of the College of 
Agriculture. The work is funded by and carried out in conjunction with a variety of 
groups and organizations. 
IV. Future 
1. Agronomics and animal science must be put back into 
agriculture. 
2. Although agriculture must be weaned from the government 
support, government programs and policies will impact 
agriculture for a long time to come. 
3. Agribusiness will face new challenges and opportunities. 
Correctly anticipating changes will be essential. Services will be 
more important and the mix of products will change. New and 
continuing clientele will require new and innovative 
approaches. 
4. ISU cannot be the maintainer of the status quo. New and 
innovative programs at all levels must be developed and 
studied. 
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